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Looking back over the past 100 years, we cannot imagine a more opportune time for the field of 
leadership… Never before has so much 
attention been paid to leadership, … 
the fundamental question we must 
ask is, what do we know and what 
should we know about leaders and 
leadership?
Scholars and commentators on 
leadership have made invaluable 
contributions to the subject. In 
particular, they developed leadership 
models for the organisations and 
institutions of governance. Many 
models are designed to accommodate 
structures of the organisations,1 and 
organisations adopt models befitting 
their structures - taking into account 
their visions and objectives.   
However, challenges of the 
situations in which organisations 
operate dictate that to achieve an 
optimal performance when they 
discharge their responsibilities 
organisations cannot be designed with 
simple, rationalised structures that 
underestimate the complexity of the 
context in which organisations must 
function and adapt.2 Hence, leadership 
models for revolutionary movements 
must also accommodate the role of 
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their members in choosing leaders as 
well as in exercising leadership.3 
The relationship between leaders 
and members of a revolutionary 
movement is dialectical in nature. 
Leaders of a revolutionary movement 
have a responsibility to lead the 
movement, its members and society. 
To discharge the responsibility of 
electing leaders, members must 
know the capacities, attributes and 
abilities required for leaders to provide 
appropriate leadership.    
Defending the ANC, assessing 
leaders 
Leaders and aspiring leaders must 
be assessed with a view to testing or 
ensuring that people who are elevated 
into positions of leadership are credible 
women and men behind whom ANC 
members and non-members can unite 
without any reservations. Criticism of 
our leaders must be understood within 
this context. The ANC Constitution 
allows members to criticise leaders, 
officials and policies of the organisation. 
When leaders are evaluated, criticism of 
their qualities must not be mischievously 
projected as an onslaught on the 
organisation they lead. 
Of course, the ANC Constitution 
requires ANC members to defend 
the policy, aims and programme of 
the organisation. The ANC must be 
defended against actions or inactions 
of some of its members and leaders 
which bring the organisation into 
disrepute. ANC members and leaders 
must observe discipline and behave 
honestly. As Joel Netshitenzhe correctly 
argues, the capacity and legitimacy 
of our democratic movement largely 
depend on the quality and conduct 
of the leaders, especially those who 
represent the face of the organisation.4 
At all times, let us ensure that ANC 
structures are filled with leaders who 
are role models to ANC members and 
non-members alike.
Change and Continuity
 In most organisations, incumbent 
leaders become targets of those 
advocating for leadership change, 
especially when they fail to take 
organisations forward – whether out of 
exhaustion, incapability to lead or lack 
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that leaders must be perfect. Like other 
human beings, leaders are fallible and 
may make mistakes in the process of 
executing their duties. While mistakes 
may be corrected, persistent mistakes 
which embarrass the movement may 
be sufficient grounds for leadership 
change.  When leaders become more 
of a burden to their organisations, 
there would (ordinarily) be no reason 
to retain them. Hence, organisations 
would replace those leaders with a 
view to redeeming themselves. While 
the form and content of that change 
may depend on the challenges of 
the moment, emphasis should be 
on capacitating and legitimising the 
organisation. As ANC members, we 
must never create an impression of 
being arrogant and selfish, especially 
when the ANC must create hope in 
the minds of those who may have lost 
confidence in the orgnisation. 
However, calls for leadership 
change do not always emanate from the 
failures on the part of the incumbent 
leaders, but may also be activated by 
ambitions of the people who feel that 
it is their turn to lead. 
Under normal circumstances 
leaders of any revolutionary movement 
who fail in positions of authority and 
responsibility should voluntarily vacate 
offices they occupy in the interest of 
their organisations and society. Despite 
this, most of those leaders  …who fail in 
positions of authority can use all kinds 
of excuses to cling to power, when the 
time for change has come.5 
Incumbents who want to retain 
political power are often accused of 
being preoccupied with their ambition 
to retain power. In other words, their 
actions or inactions are perceived to 
be based on cost-benefit calculations 
linked to their wish to retain political 
power; hence their offices of authority 
in the organisation and government are 
also believed to be used in the process. 
Being a leader of a revolutionary 
movement means that you do not use 
official offices to further your personal 
ambitions, and compromise these 
offices in the process. However, some 
leaders are accused of deviating from 
this principle. In particular, they are 
accused of acting in a very problematic 
manner which weakens the capacity 
of the ANC to address its internal 
challenges and the socio-economic 
challenges facing the country.  
 Incumbent leaders are also accused 
defending those who support them 
even if they bring the organisation 
into disrepute, while they are very 
harsh to those who are destined to 
thwart their ambition to retain political 
power. Once these perceptions 
permeate the movement and spread in 
society, incumbents may be exposed 
to resistance of an unprecedented 
proportion during their term of 
leadership.  
In dealing with challenges facing the 
ANC the country and its people, let us 
recall the words of Thabo Mbeki, who 
said the ANC:
… was established … to serve 
the interests of the suffering masses 
of our people …[and] was not 
formed to be, and has never been 
an instrument to advance the 
personal interests of its members, 
regardless of the positions within the 
organisation that any of its members 
might occupy.6
Are political felons are running the 
show, where are the angels?   
Revolutionary movements are not 
homes for angels? Anyway, angels do 
not exist in the material world where 
human beings exist and operate; 
hence we do not expect to find angels 
in organisations or associations of 
human beings such as the ANC. Yet, 
organisations filled with political felons 
cannot enjoy trust and confidence of 
the people. For this reason, the ANC 
Constitution requires ANC members to 
observe discipline and behave honestly 
to ensure that the ANC remains a 
credible force in society.       
Political commentators were quick 
to cast aspersions on the ability of 
delegates to choose the best leaders 
at the 53rd National Conference of 
the ANC. With due respect, this belief 
is based on an incorrect assumption 
that ANC members do not know 
what is in the best interest of the ANC 
and the country. Nonetheless, much 
is expected from delegates to the 
conference. Luvuyo Nongabe states 
that: 
… the success of the conference 
depends on the quality of the 
delegates we mandate…[who] are 
expected to present debates …[to] 
determine collectively who best 
could lead the organisation.7
Unfortunately, some ANC members 
turn themselves into political felons 
unconcerned about the interests of the 
ANC and the country.  More important 
to them are subjective interests. Using 
right-wing tactics, they create fears in 
the minds of those people who do 
not support their views.  They cannot 
find any meaningful arguments to 
authenticate their preferences on 
leadership.    
Most disturbing about political 
felons is their disregard of the rules. 
By hook or by crook, they ensure that 
certain individuals emerge from the 
processes even if at the expense of the 
organisation and the country. When 
they fail to sway branch members 
with their bullying and delinquency, 
political felons resort to tactics aimed at 
frustrating the democratic wishes of the 
majority in the structures. Conniving 
with certain leaders, they overturn 
democratic decisions which do not 
coincide with their interests. While the 
strategy of political felons takes various 
forms, more common is the lodging of 
frivolous appeals against processes on 
the understanding that their appeals 
will be upheld, albeit on unexplainable, 
if not laughable, grounds. However, 
this does not mean that all the appeals 
lodged against branch processes are 
frivolous as certain processes are 
flawed, and as such are appealable. 
When appeals do not work, political 
felons create parallel structures. 
In conferences, political felons 
promote individuals who are not above 
reproach in their political and social 
conduct because they care less, if at 
all, about implications of their actions 
on our democratic movement and 
the country. Hell bent on defending 
individuals instead of the ANC, they 
ensure elevation of individuals they 
themselves know are not credible, as 
they stand to benefit if such people are 
at the helm. 
However, members who derive 
their mandate from the ANC 
Constitution board buses, trains and 
other modes of transport en route 
to the conferences fully aware of 
the problematic strategies used to 
promote individuals at the expense 
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of the organisation. Nevertheless, 
genuine members know that the test 
for everybody, including incumbent 
leaders, is always whether one 
passes through the eye of the needle. 
Properly understood, the needle is 
inelastic. However, political felons 
always attempt to bypass the needle 
and bend the rules to accommodate 
people who they themselves know to 
be inappropriate to be leaders because 
they embarrass the movement. 
Choosing appropriate leadership!  
In fact, ANC members must always 
arm themselves with the Through the 
Eye of the Needle document, which 
contains guidelines for choosing the 
best cadres to lead implementation of 
the vision and programme of the ANC. 
The document helps the movement to 
manage individual ambition, lobbying, 
promotion of friends and cronies, 
pursuit of selfish interests or use of 
the organisation by certain members 
for self-enrichment. It always reminds 
us to choose leaders who are above 
reproach in political and social conduct 
and role models to ANC members and 
non-members alike. 
When we stick to the Through the Eye 
of the Needle document, it can never 
be difficult for us to choose appropriate 
leadership. Once we internalise its 
contents, we will know and understand 
that appropriate leadership is not a 
matter of the persons we love because 
we socialise together or come from the 
same region or province as relationship 
between members and leaders of the 
ANC cannot be reduced into a love 
affair. Only determination to resolve 
the contradictions in society must 
guide the process of choosing leaders.8 
In other words, members must ensure 
that leaders are chosen in a manner 
geared towards further capacitating 
their movement to resolve societal 
contradictions.  
The Through the Eye of the Needle 
document states that the people we 
elevate into positions of leadership 
“…should lead the movement in its 
mission to organise and inspire the 
masses to be their own liberators…”9
ANC leaders must not only inspire 
ANC members, but the majority of 
South Africans. It is the ability to inspire 
all the citizens behind the vision of 
building a non-racial, non-sexist, 
democratic, united and prosperous 
society which must be at the back of 
the minds of the members when they 
choose a leadership. Not only must 
they choose inspiring leaders, but 
women and men with vision, ability 
and energy to carry out ANC’s task 
of fundamentally transforming society 
with a view to ensuring that all the 
people actively participate in the 
political, social and economic life of 
the country.  
An organisation pursuing unity 
cannot afford to have leaders who 
recruit, mobilise or organise people 
using divisive tools such as race, 
tribalism and regionalism. Neither must 
it celebrate mobilisation of people 
behind individuals instead of the ANC 
as the support of such people for the 
organisation may not be sustainable. 
However, this does not mean that 
there are no iconic South Africans 
who embody virtuous values behind 
whom all members and citizens can be 
mobilised. 
Mangaung and Beyond 
Good or bad leadership choices 
the ANC makes have fundamental 
implications for the movement and the 
country.10 Emphasising this very point, 
Joel Netshitenzhe states: 
Its choices [on leadership] are 
critical in determining whether 
South Africa continues in its efforts 
of revolutionary transformation, or 
whether by dint of weak leadership, 
the ANC becomes counter-
revolutionary.11
Hence, we must elevate into 
positions of leadership persons with 
integrity, who can win the confidence 
of the majority of South African citizens 
as Saleem badat says:  
…at the heart of leadership is 
integrity and honesty.
Without integrity there can be no 
principled conduct, no prospect of 
winning trust and inspiring and uniting 
people around a vision…12
To win people’s trust and 
confidence, leaders must have personal 
and political integrity because actions 
of leaders who lack integrity will be 
viewed with suspicion. Some people 
may have reservations about honouring 
directives issued by the leaders who 
lack integrity; this is something which 
may not only compromise the leaders 
concerned, but may threaten the 
principle of leadership. 
As and when ANC convenes 
conferences, we expect the ANC 
to choose “…individuals with the 
understanding and the ability to unify 
and guide the movement in the face of 
new problems”.13 
Only a united ANC will earn the 
respect and confidence of its members 
and the majority of South Africans. 
Because we are supposed to know 
the kind of leaders required for the 
ANC, we must ensure that leaders 
who emerge do not resemble those 
leaders described by Frantz Fanon 
as  “…incapable of urging on the 
people to a concrete task, unable 
really to open the future to them or of 
flinging them into the path of national 
reconstruction…”.14
With a view to making history that 
will not haunt us for the rest of our 
lives, we have to work hard to ensure 
that appropriate leaders are chosen 
for our movement and the country. 
Since it faces an uncertain future with 
negative spillovers from the global and 
eurozone financial crisis, our country 
needs leaders who will be able to 
deal with the challenges presented by 
the emerging economic situation.15 
Only this kind of leadership will 
win the trust and confidence of the 
people and appeal to all sectors in 
South Africa.  
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